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i'lng 1 i&h Snter^ 



It Is often suggest^' that' certai aspects of VernacuLar 

ftfre with the reading Black dia^fe^spiakerfeV' l^fi thrs p^^gr, represertta- V v 
tive studies on di alectVNt^rference aTa^^revlewed and dlscusSeSr TtfAse 
Studies afe considered aCTforying to th^.;;three labels of atf^Uy^^fe^on which 
they have been conductadi phonoll^g! oal f:' ^^2) QTamhiat i m1 f ^^d t3) lekrca^ 

^ and Gonte 



and content. The Irtibll catibfts df. these ^stlidte% for reacting perf^CTance are 
discussed, and reasons foe th#\fequi vdfcil"^ datura' %f th'p-t;£:wf>n'^lfig9 siigg#stec 
FIrlallyj questions for furthe^r^search ^fe/.Breser^fcd, 
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On/the Dialect Question and Reading 



. -H " ThYXvpapep' h*s 4 twofold 
on dillect variaiion djfid to discuss the imp 1 f cat I'oris of tKsse studies vfor 



pufpose. The first is to describe'st^ias'' i 



".\ reading perforfii'ance. The second i s to raise some relevant questions ^or ;f> v 



resea 



/that are suggested by the current state of affairs in the-irea% 



1' 



fhe^ialeet/'varfant to be described i f VernaoiJlar Hack En^Hsff %Bk) . ' ^ 

^ ^ ' ^ / , ^ ' ^ ^ ■ ~ -'^ ' 

* f - \i ^ ■ ' ^ ' . 

Tht^ llv^l^^f analysis to he considered are: ( 1 ) .phonological ; (Sh^Wm- ^ 
. • />-'._ . ■ ^ ^ " ■ , . ^ ' "v 

matfcal/, and (3) lexical and content. .In the process of discussing the 

impi i^iatf ons of these data for^ redoing performance we will si^gest rihson^ 



\\vqqb\ natur^ of many of the fexisting findings.^' Fmally, 



w6 /'U 



-erence 



izeable body of literature eK?sts -on phonology and grammar as they 



foj/ the 

^kll; suggest Questions toward which further' research might be directed, 

; Phon^gical ln,terfe 

. : ^ : A si: 

^rm]mtQ to reading interference among Black dialect speakers. Generally 
speaking, the di st I ncti on between gramrriat i ca 1 and phonolQgical features 

of Black dialect is not clear cut. Simons' (Ndte 1) cat^egarization of VB^ 

^ ■■' " . - j\ ' ■ 

^eatares illustrates the di f f r cul ty of making th 1 s dl^st Vnct Ion : 

^> ' _ ' ' ^ . ' 

first, there are features that are wholly ph.onrflogi cal such 

i -as consonant cluster simpMf location m monomorpheml c words, e*g/, 

•^tess,^' '*desk»^ - ''dess.^^ Second, t^r^^are fea/ures that 



^»test'' 

s 



erTc 



the 'D^^tect Question and Reading 



are phoholpglcal in origirv but intersett with aDnsonant cluster 
stmpUf ication in words with past tenle morphemes, e.g, , "liked'' - 

ike," "passed" - ^'pa^^'^etc, Thi r*, ,;there are features that 
are clearly grammatleal sich as the invariant "be." (p. 3) 
In a s^idy'^B&&f I rig on the qu%,stlon of p^ho^ologl ca I interference. 




Helmed (1971) Investigated the major phonolbgrfcal features in which VBE . 

differ* from Standard, English (Sl) = ""r- lessness ," "f= lesrness ," consonant 

cluster simprif feat ion, weakening df final consonants, pnd vowel varl^tiohs* 

He compa^red tM rd gYade Black chl Irfren ^wi th third, grade White children on. 
/ , \ ■ " ^ \' ■ , , -A'^ , ' 

their ability to discriminate these phonqlogical features au^it^i>y, to 

procfuce them, to cpmprehend them In oral reading, and to comprehend;; them ^ ' 

in silent reading. He found that the Blacks differed from the Whites both 

in .^di tory discrimination and productfon of the selected tea;tynes^ The 

Blacks fai1ed"to discriminate the features more often tharfithfe.lliites ^and 

they also proLdgced them .more oftep than' the Whites. This^ difference vtas \ , 

taken as a demons t rat ion Jthat the^Blacks were di^aliect speakers and the; 

Whites were not. If phonblogf cal /interferences ^exlst, the^ppeakers who 

exhibited the most di a l^ct TFeatures , i n this study the Blac^ subjects, 

should do less well on the reading meaeurls than' those who e.xHibI ted 

fewer dialect features, lysre the White subjects. If ^.ere Is n6 phono- - 



iWd 

The latter was found to be t|ie case ;for Melmed'W;^ subjects, 



logical Interference, then theri' shoiHd be n^di ffereni^ , on'^-tKe readi n 
measures. 

While the, Black subjects differed on auditory di'scniminati on and pro- 
duction of the selected phonologl cal features, they did not differ on 
their ability to comprehend them in oral and silent reading. 



On the Dtalect Question and, Reading 

: ■ ' ii . ' . - 

, ' Rystrom (1970) conducted another study bearing^qn the question bf 

■ . , ' ■ ' f 

phonological Interference. He compared the effect bf training in the 

^ . ■ '' ' '- '' ' 

production of SE phonology on the read! ng" achi evement of \/BE speakers, 

Trte experimental group received training In producing. SE^ phonology ; the 

^ control group received language arts training thout partLcular emphasis 

on SE, Reading instruction for both groups V/as equally dl vi ded between 

basal reader and phonics approaches. He found that nej ther ^ tral ni ng In 

SE phonology nor type of reading instruction Rroduced s I gn i f I cant, dl f far- 

ences in reading achievement on four measgres of reading achieyement. 

In aiiother study, Rentel and Kennedy (1972) investigated "the effects 

of pattern .dri n In SE on fii^st grade Appalachian dialect sp^eakers and'iti 

i&fluence on reading achievement. They employed the same research strategy 

as Rys'trom to test the hypothesis of phonological and grammatical interfer- 

encfi* They compared the reading achievement of three experimental classes 

who received pattern drill on the phonological and gramma tical|tfeatures of 

. ^ ■ I . ■ 

SE that^conf 1 let with Appalachian dialect; with three control classes who 

received no special training,^ Thus in the same way as Rystom, they attemp|ed 

to manipulate the amount of^ialect to see i f ,i t affected reading achievement. 

.If dialect interferes, the group that rebelves training In SE^ shdu Id experl = 

ence less Interference and 9o better In ireading than a comparable group who ^ 

have no train/ng and. experience more dl J lect.i Employing a \ ' 

ppsttest design, Rentel and Kennedy f oiind no difference in readi ng^.-4£hxJye^ , 



ment between the experimental and control groups 
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On the, Dialect Que^tfon^and leading 



Further indi rect evidence on the question of phonolo^i cd] interferencp 
iy provided by Osterberg (igfil) / who istu^dled reading acq/jisitlon in a diar 

. V . . ;4 ' 

^/lect area of Sweden, He conducted an experiment In wh/ch a group of flr(pt 

grade ch 1 1 dren. were taught for the first ten weeks of fhe school year with, 

/ . ' ■ ^ ^ ' r 

V^ooks especially writt&n to confarm to the phonological features of .the 

• .^^dialect area in which they lived. A control group received i nst ruct i on - • 

using standard texts that conformed to the standard Swedish speech. "If 

, phonological interference with learning to read exists., then teaching 

■ ' , ^ ^ ' . ' ' - 

II^.-, * students to read with texts that conform' to th#ir phonological system . 
'-^^'^ ' should reduce this i nterfierence anci thus increase reading acKievement. 

:'h... ■ .. ■ . ■ ' _ ■ • . ,. "■ r ■ ' ^ 

Assuming this line of reasoning is correct^ then the experimental groups . 
* '. ■ ■ " ' ■ . ' '■ \ - ' 

' . \ ' . * ^ 

■ [xf^ In* the Osterberg study should have learned to read .better than the control 

group^, a:1 1 other things being equal. Osterberg found that the^expTrimental 

group was superior to the. control group on various measures of reading 



6 ^ 



achievjement after ten weeks j and at the end of one year. 



1' 



^ ■ ^ Taken as a whole, the evidence cited above is not convincing concerning 

:■. k ^ • . / ■ . /' 

^* « the question of jwhether phonological i nterferJence in learning to read exists 

: it is not clear In several works (Maimed; Rentel S Kennedy: Rystrom) whether 

' j'. ■ ■ , ■ . / ■ ■ 

subjects were actdally di a lect speakers or whether chi/ldren werie assumed to - 

be dialect speakers because they were ' from lower Socioeconomic Status (SES) 

groups, ■ In the Melmed studyj In particular^ It is unlikely that thd third 

* _ .'_ ii 

grade children were pure dialect spe'akers. At the very least they 

^ ■ \ ^ ■ ■ ' 

A should have been mixed dialect speakers. Quite frankly. It is unlikely 
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■ ■ ■ . \: ;0n' the Dialect Question and Read! ng 

^that a child could f|ave expecienced three ^ade^ of thl^ America^ / 

school currMurum Wthou| some ^odi f 1 c^t i6h in, his 1 an^t^ beha vjor. :Jhis, 

coupled wi'th the fict that the task .used' was ''schoof- IJ as was the settins 

■^^ - ^ f'^ ''^ ^ ■ ' ^ ^ ■ ' '^^^ 

'in which It was giveh makes It un Ij ke ly 'thaf 4hi^ vfem 

^ V ■■'I' . : . ^ ' ' . v. / \ ^ -/^ , . ;^ , 

forth by the child; This lattir j rj|terpre^tiQn I s corrobd^ated by some, 
recent work on' %i tuat ion and task^ I c^ (cf. Col^, Dore, Hgll, 

S powley, 1978), as well as an addl-tiona^ stu^y on ^-constraints 0^ 
setting on^measurfe#hr of mental abi 1 i'l (Orasanu, 1977K . / V , ' ^. 



Grammat 1 cal I nterference . 

It has been suggested by Stewart (1969)?; Biratz (l9fi9)^and others 
(cf* DeStefano, 1977; Hall & Freedle, r975Kthat the differences between:; 
the grammar of VBE speakers and the SE' grammar of instructipnal materials ' 

in reading is a major cause of poor reading achievement ^mong VBE speakersV 

^= . - ■ ^ ^ ' . - 

Comprehension may be a more d 1 f f i cul t undertaking for VBE speakers as a 
consequence of these grammatical differences. 

One Would predict that VBE syntax could i nterf ere . wi th reading cprnpre- 
hension in two ?jor ways. First* interference could arise In' cases where 
{he SE sentence is interpreted as a non-^equi va I ent VBE sentence- One 
example is presented by Stewart (1969) , in which the SE sentence, ''His 
eye ^s" open," may be interpreted by the VBE speaker to mean both of his 

eyes^ are open because It resemb les the VBE sentence "his eyes open" more 

. ■ - . . • 

than it does "His eye open," The latter is the VBE equiva^nt of "His 
eye-s open." Another. examp le, a}so<^ointed out by Stewart* is tl" 



. . ,^ ■= . On the Dlaiec,t Quest ion and. Reading 



intWprftitibn of "He wi 1 1 be b^sy" as implying habltuaJ act iorlr because 

"be*'' lin' VBI Is useS as a marker fqr habitual action: ''H^ be busy,." 

,. -j^ ' - .r-" . ■ " ■ ; I 

Final ly , therq are sentences like. "He wanted to go homes" which the VBE 

^ -.' ' ' ' '" ' . » 

speaker might interpret as a present tense action becautse he may not have 
. . . . • i * 

■ . ■ * 

learijed that the "ed" marks past tense. 

The Second txpe of potential interference that might arise as a 

result of the difference between VBE syntax and SE syntax Is more Indirect 

Evidence suggests that the two dialects represent diffe'ren 

(Labov, 1970; HaH'SS FreedLe, 1973, 1975; Baratz, I969). A child who is 

most familiar with VBE, e.g., a lower'class Black, will tend to encode in 

his short'-term semantic memory sentence Inforrtiation corresponding to 'that ; 

aode. Likewise, a child who is most familiar with SE wi 1 1 tend to encode ' 

In his short-term semantic memory sen tence ^ I nfprmat I on oor^espond I ng to the 

standard code. If the Ihcoming stimulus for a Black subject Is in his 

famt liar di alect , he does not have to do any extha work in encoding the ^ 

^ ■ ' - ~ ' , 

information sln^ it already is in his preferred languagd'., .Thus> his short- 
term semantFc memory is in a '.'non-standard" dtate.. If he usually retrieves: 
this 'information J n _t he same form as it is^ coded In his memory, he will^ 
prodLtjca* a *large' number of non-standard structures. If, on the other hands 
the incoming atimulys is in SE, as In a printed text, encoding in^VBE will 
place thii burden of an extra processrng step on. the VBE speaker as, he otk.- 



she moves ffrom the printed Si text to the me^n i ng.- 
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Whatever tha precise process invpl^ed In reading, it is reasonable': to ; ' 
assume, that both SE and VBE speal<a rs , at Some point In the' process , 4o a 
syntactic/semantic analysis of the written sentence*^ This analysis Is by 
necessi ty" based on SE syntax. However, the VBE speaker must perform an 
additional analysis of finding the VBE syntax that Is^the equi valent of the 
ffE form. In other wohds, the VBE speaker must be able to perfgrm a SE 
analysis, as does the St speaker, but then find the equivalent VBE form as J 
well; This extra^ s^tep in readin e not Interfering with the compre^ 

henalon of any I ndlyldual* sentence, may accumulate over large amounts .of 
reading material to the pomt where comprehension is^lrfterferej wi th. 

Indi rect evidence on the quesjt ion Of grammat i cal interference is provided 
by Rudden (1963) and Tatham (1970) / They both found that SE speaking Whita 
.elementary school chiTdren coniprehended matepial written In grammatical sen- 
tence^ patterns more frequent ly used I n thel r oral language better than 
material written 'In sentence, p^^t terns less frequently used In their oral^ 
1 anguage. 

u In a related study, Sims (1972), analyzed the reading errors of 10 VBE 
Speaking second grade ch^(ldr^n when they rfea-d dialect and standard stories 
from the Baratz (Note 2) readers; An examination of her data showed that the 
Standard stories were read wlth.^'the same or fewer errors than were the 
dialect ^stories, / ^ - ■ ' 

Johnson and Simons (1973) asked second and third grade Black children 
to read equlyalent stories written In SE and VBE* syntax; Thfe^y found no 
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difference be tvyejen the dialect and standard 'vers Ions of th^ storlfr^e^n 
comprehension and recall* . v . [' 

A'note^ of caution must be sounded regarding the Sims ('1972) and the ■ 
Johnson and Simons ( 1973) studif The sampleused in tliese studi es m ncl uded 
ch i 1 dren^ who had i n al V 1 ikel ihood .been Instructerf over a relatively long 
period in SE; therefore, one would no)^ expect their performance In VBE to 
be superior. ^ ' 

A study by Labov ( 1 970) attempted ■ tC determi ne dire the degree of 
interference produced by a particular gramftiatical feature^ the past tense 
morpheme ''eyaJ' VBE speakers typically omit this morpheme in spoken language* 
The questIon\i s , do they understand that the ''ed" signals past tense? If 
they ""do not, ^^^their comprehension of this aspect of ^the ^entente would 
suffer, and this would be a case of direct interference. ^ In an ingenious 
experiment designed to answer this question, Labov asked junior high school 
VBE speakers to read aloud sentences i ke the fol lowi ng : ''V/hen' I passed ," 
by, I ^ead the posters. I looked fqr trouble when I read the news%" TheJ r 
pronunciation of the hpmbgraph "read" indi cated" whether or not they under- 
stood the "ed" to Ije a past tense marker., Labov found that* his subjects 



Wi 



ere able to camprehend^ the past tense marker 351 to 551 of the time. This:. 



fact suggests- that^failure to. understand the "ed" i nterfered wi th compre- 
henslon more, than half the time: In a more detailed analysis, Laboy compared 
subjects' sensitivity ic^the g rammat i ca 1 or the phonological constraints on 
consonant cluster s impHf fca^tion and -Its effects, of ,;readl ng^ the "ed" suffix. 



' . , , ' \ ' . ;!|ri^the Di|lecf Question- and Reading 

He found that subjects who were more se^3 i^ti^^^ol grm constral nti-^ 

read the "ed'' sentenc^es correctly more often than slibjects wH^ were more 
sensitiva to the phono ]6g leal consthaints or for whom' the d^nstral nts were 
equah. Thus subjects who deleted the "ed" less often, regai^fss of whether 
,the following word began with a consonant or a vowel, were the^St'ter reader 
of the test sentence. y . ^ 

Grven the data, j'^ appears that the hypotheses advanced concernIri| 
phonologieal and gramiyatical; interference may have to be revised. 1 1 may 
be that VBE does not / 1 nterfere wi th the acquisition of reading skills for 
all VBE speakers In all educational situations. Indeid, Plestrup (1973) 

^ • ' ' -■ - ■ 

has shown that thfe ways teachers, communicate In the classroom are crucial, 
to children's success In TearniVig to read, Moreov&r , she states that f 
. ^'^efforts to^flnd deficits In children or to focus on their 
language differences may only cSfifound the probjems of negative teacher 
expectations* and evSde the problem of functional confl I ct between " 
teachers and chi Idren wI th di f ferent cultural backgrounds. Teachers 
can al ienate chi Idren from learning by subtly rejecting their Black 
speech. They can discourage them by Implying by tone, gesture and 
even by silence that the children lack potent! al - Children, In turn, 
can show the! r rdSi 1 fence By engaging In \^erba1 play and ritual 
/thsult apart from the teacher, oc^thtfy can withdraw into a moody 
silence.? Neither strategy helps them to learn to read, (p. 170) 



On' the 0iaipct Question and'Readi ng ' ■ 
Lexidal and Content Interference ■ 

V ' ^ - ' ''~ ~ ■ . ; . ' y 

The data In %his -category are the scantest of all. This ns especiany 
true when we think of vpcabulary as, content (see, for e^amp le Oazden , 1972), 

: . \ -^-^ • ' 

Nevertheless j a few generalizations can be 'madei It appears that poor mlnor^* 



ity group chi ldr#h^^consi stent ly show s lower lexi dal ^divelbpment as measured 
Bf |l) vocabulary subtests, qf; IQ tests like the WJSC (see, \fof" example, 
^hOey, 1966); iZ) l#i^ of syntactic respontiinq fnEntwls tie- type free 
association tests; and (3) recognition vocabulary tests like the Peabody. 

, t#^yfe#||#;rcht thou|ln. not without Jts methodologjctl flaws, has Been : ■ 

performed oh . vocabuiary and the VBE quest i on . Wil 1 1 ams and Ri veii#^i^(Notev 3*-^ ^ 

, ' . ' ^ ^ ■ ^ ..^ ' ■■ ^ "^l:^ c "- ' ' 

Note 4) Investigated score changes on the/BoeHm .Readi ness TeA^t as :a function 
of chf nges- In the vocabulary of the tes^ J^' tKe di rdction._^%BE. Tttev^ 
fo'un# that when the vocabulary on this test was changed so that it reflected 
thei*r experiential network, poor Bladk children In the St, -Louis public 
schools performed at a level comparable to the Whi te m^dle class sampl#\ ^ 
oh whi ch the test was>standardized, Thus^ It would appear that, dialect 
has an effect on comprehehs ion at the lexical level as studied by ,,Wi 1 liams V 
and Rjyers. However, these results are somewhat weakened by the faci that 

. ■ ■ ^\ ■ " ■ , ■ , ■ ' . 

there was no control group. J f Williams and Rfvers had used White children 
as a control and stl 1 1 produced the same results for Black cffM^ren, their , 
data/would be more convinci ng and thei/r claim more Justified. * 
./ ^^Comprehension and the dialect question has also been Investlaged by 
^a^ll, Reder,.and Cole (1975)^ This research avoids ou r jtJ.^ cr 1 1 1 c i sm 



. : ■ ■ . . ■/ ' On the Dialect Questlon/and Reading 

■ ; . ^ ■ ■ ■ • 

of -WlJliaTTis ;and Rivers' work. Hall et a1 conducted an ^^perimenr 

■ ' ... . • * 

Which tested the affects of -racial grjoup membership and dialect on 

"^ungtructured and ^^rofre^ff^r for comprehension simple stories. 

Thirty-two chirdren, age 4 years 6 months, were the subjects for the 

experinTMt, SIxtee'n were Black and an equal number were White, 

-groups of fqur^hi Idfven within^ each Ncial group were randomly assigned 

to the experimehtal^.>CQnditjons such that' order of exposure, to experl- 

menter (Black and Wh i^^)- and dialects (Standard English vs. Vernacular 

Black EngJl'sh) were counterbalanced- They found that Wh i tes performed 

bitter than: Blacks IhSE; Blacks performed better ±han Whites In VBE ; 

Blacks tested in VBE were equivalent to Whites tested In SE; and WHltes 



r formed b#;tter in SE than in VBE, 

Pi scuss i on . — ' 

What emergas from these studies, which vary In their degree of ro^^^^ 
nesSj is a complex and unclear picture. Dialect can be Hiterpreted either 
as a facilitator (cf, Williams S Rivers, Note 3; Hall, Reder, & Cole, 1975) 
or an interferer (cf. Hal l S Freedle^, 1973, 1975) « The unclear nature pf 
the findings from these studies suggests that some of our prevailing hypoth- 
eses about dialect and reading might need to be revised. But which direction 

i - I 

should the rfvision take? Certainly, the payoff does 'not seem to reside In 

a wholesale emphasis on children's repetition or non- repet I t i on of selected 

grammati.cal features in the context of sentences. Nor does .it seem to lie 
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in an emphasis on children's ability to acquire the phonology of SE, The 
real payoff most likely resides In research on the ethnography of communis 
c|itidn;.< This approacrt wi '1 r^capt but/impdf tint , culturaT an4 '[\ / ' 

situational differehces in language function and use whi ch arje obscured In 
experimental research* While we cannot sped fy the details of this approach 
here, we can cite two illustrative works. We refer the reader to Plestrup'j 
research on the effects of teaching styles on Bl^ack first graders' reading 
achievement (1973) * and Ward's study of an entire community and its cormiunl-' 
catj^ve habits (1971) ^ 

In the pages that follow we would like to present some questions for 
resear^ which should ultimately provide the Information needed to make 
claims about dialect and readlngp The needed Information can best be stated 
In terms of questions having to do with cul tural var i at i on and language use. 
The list of questions Is not exhaustlves but rather illustrative. Underlying 
each question Is the assumption that there are group differences related to 
the context of experience. The questions are focused on two aspects, of 
language: (1) di f ferences. In language structure and content ; and (2) patterns 
of language use and function. 

f . - - ' 

The specific questions which are posed draw upon two kinds of data In 
Behavioral Science; namely, sod ol i ngui st i cs and developmental psychology* 
With respect , to soclol i ngul sti cs , they build upon and extend the work of 
Labov (1972) on elaboration of structure; df Houston ( 1 969) on specific 
registers and shifts In same; of Ward (1971) » Horner (J968) , and Cole, Dore, 
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* * 
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Hall, and Dowley (1978) on the communication networ4c as portrayed In the 
homa and Immedi ate. surrounds ; and on language use I.n a school activity 
(Cazden * John , S Hymes , 1972; Sinclair. & Coulthard, 1975). Begardrng 
developmental psychology^ the questions build upon and extend the Work of 
Hess (1969) ori cognitive envl ronments , -and WhI te and Watts (1973) on the 
env] ronmen t \ of the child in general, ' - 

Stiructure and Content 



( 1 5 Are there differe^nces in the way Black and Wh 1 te speakers 
structure portions of the lexicon ? Hall (Note 5) has hypothesized that 
there might be certain differences in the way In which speakers of Black 
dialect and SE structure prepositions, for example. Some Black adults have 
been observed to say the following to children: **John, sit _to the table,"'" 
In this Instance^ a SE speaker would probably say: "John, sit ^ the 
table**' The question is whetHer or not the rendering, "sit to the table" 
does not give the child a- different relationship between himself and the 
object table than that interpretable from "John, s 1 1 £^ the tab 1 e . " Essen- 
tially, the f I rst Instance is more facti ve than locati ve > 

On a broader scale, the reason for asking this question lies in Its . 
central Ity of our experience as humans. Space and time, both of which can 
be readily revealed through prepositions, are basic coordinates of exper- 
iencg. Since only one object can be in a given place at a given timej 
spatial locatives provide an Indispensable device for identification purposes 
"Harrd me the spoon on the table." identifies the spoon that the speaker is 
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referring to. The place adverbial, "on the table," indicates a search fifeld, 

and the head noun, "spoon," provides the target ^description. ^As Miller and . 

f _° ■ , •■ ■ " , ' 

Johnson-fal rd (1976) indicate, a search Is to be ex^uted depend| oet the 

particular preposition relating the target to the lani^ark: on, in, at, by,'" 

under, etc. How children learn to del Iml t/the searOT fJe cultural 

variations In same should be instri/ctlv6 in tnying tpl ferret ©ut factors 

relevant to Bialect and readinq cbmprehtn^ ^^of^^'' ' * ^ \ 

( 2 ) A re. t h^r e d I f fere nc ^s be twe^ n ' vo ca bu 1 a'f;y u te d^ j^n t^e home and ir^ 

^ ^ ~^ ' ; ^ v; . T"^^ \ ' 

the school situation ? Answers to thi s^ question fjii.ght be found first in raw 
counts and frequencies of le.xical Items. dd 1 1 ton , little known about 

- 

the social class dif fer^Rce™ln the way in which certain parts of the lexicon 
are structured in dl f fsf'ent situations. A useful guide in this analysis 
would be 'Miller and Jonnson^Lal rd' s (1976) theory which describes how certain 
parts of the lexicon (i,e,s spatial relationships and verbs of motion) might 
be structured. 

(3) Assuming that phonology Is an important" determinant of dialect 
difference, does phonology play a role in producing misunderstanding between 
teacher and student ? This question can be seen to relate directly to the 
role of dialect (particularly VBE) In learning to read, Simons (Note 1), for 
eKiimple, has noted that one major behavioral consequence of the differences 
bet^veen the VBE and SE phonological systems for reading acquisition is that 
certain written words are pronounced differently by VBE than by SE speakers.. 
The results of these differences are words, tha|, have a pronunciation unique 
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. : ' ■ '-^^ . ; 

to VBI, e.g., 'inest" - "ness," "rest" - '''Tess," "han#' - "han." Mbreover, ' 
there are words whose VBE pronunciation results in a di fferent word,,, e.g. , 
"test" - "tess," "mend" - "men," "walked" - "walk." "cold',' - "coar." "f-rh^" 
^f|nf,'' etc. The latter result in an extra set of ^mophones^ for VBE ^ 
speakers. These differences in pronunciation , ^for example, could Interfere 
with the VBE speaker's acquisition of word repgnition ski lls. ^ ' - 

Patterns of Usage f 

( 1 ) To what extent do children rely on non-verbal as opposed to verbal 



cues^in obtaining information from the environment and commurii cat I ng irifior- 



matioh about the en^vlronment to others r We should ask how do children acqu 



information from othe/s (adu 1 ts , older children^ peers, etc.), and further, 
how does their 1 n format i on ' acqu I s i t i on her^di ffer, and/or how is it slm^ilar 



to that in- the naturally occurriVig events of thai r everyday life. Cultural 
differences may also be significant In this area. FoF-^^xample v Byers and 
Byers (1972) found that cultural background Influences non-verbal communis- 

cat ion .between children and teachers. 'Wh i te , ch I 1 dren were found to be more 

^ -/ _ ' . ^ , . 'i . ■ " " } - 

successful In communicating non-Verbal ly with a White teacher than were . 

■ ■ t* 

Black children, even though the teacher paid as much attention to both. 
; _ ^ = ^ ' . :r ■ - ^ ^ , ' 

(2). To what extent are therte cultural drfferences In chi ldren's ■ . 

adoption of a hypothetical starve toward linguistic iRformatlon ? ' To study 

this questiiin productively, the dbmarn of study mus.t b4 delimlted.f Analysis 



of the use of verbs and conjunction's In natural iV occurring speech 1s one 
way this delimitation can be aCcpmpl I shed. The use of v^rbs, for example. 
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might be analy2ed because tbey are necessary for prediction !n English, 
wMcff makes , sentences something more than a string of word associations. 4 

■ ' ' ■ ■ ' ■ ' ■ • " - ^ \ <f 

Conjunction^^ are essential for the expression of logical connections and k 
^>elatJdni:-,: ar>d therefore also significant in the determirtat ion^pf mfaning, 

IJ') ^ How might the parrticKpant structures of different .cultural grddps 
-> {gontfrt but^ .^to miscofi&munlcation between students and teachers ? Though nbt 
tHtevi^feus tO|the casual obseryer , the ways *in which intferactlorf in the class- 
room Is organized may sigtv+ficanfly influence the success of a chUd. If 
the participant structures are In conflict with those of the s^^djlits' < 
culture, the students might not be able to learn or even show t|fe abilities 
,.they possess. , Philips (1972) provi des an account of Native American chil- 
dren for whom such cultural conflict in the classroom causes difficulty. )/ 

By Investigating these^and other questions' on structure and' content 
and patterns of usage of language 1 t shou 1 d. be poss I ble to clarify the exact 
nature of how dialect may be used to facilitate or to hinder the reading 

process. ^ ; - , 

^ -. ■ . . . . 

■ ■ ■ i . / ' 

Cone 1 us ion ^ 

In ttiis paper, we have, dercrl bed a group of studies on dlalept variation. 

These studies represent attempts to locate the sources of difficulties for ^ 

' , - '■'^ ' ■■■ 

dialect speakers on three different levels: (1) phonol og I ca 1 , (2) grammatical, 

and {^) lexical and content, Thef/ firr^dings% taken as # whole, do not ade- 

■ 

quately Identify the sources of difficulties; they are both inconclusive and 
conflicting. They contain a number' of methodological flaws which cast doubt 
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on thei r val id! ty.; More importantly, i t l/'-qui te Ti the theoretical 

hypothes6s%/hi ch undeKlje these s'tudi^s are jn need of revision ' 
\ , These hypotheses are based' on a t le^st two f a 1 se iassumpt i ons Theirs t 
IS th#t ethnic di fferenGes in langulge performance ori one of the three lecyels 
of analysis provide evidence for dialect Interference. That phonological 



differences exist. U, of course, obvious; that' they actually interfare to - - 

a great degree ^i th\ a child's learning, to read J s another question altogether 

^ ■ ' "3^ * . ^ 

The secqnd assumption is' that tP^ test-ljke s I tuat i ons. under wrt ch experi- 

meats are cpndycfted c^n adequately treasure th4^. effects of dialect. Research 

from this prff^pectlve ^ignores the fict thi^ teaching and learning do not 

occur rf^n jsolation, but ana infruenied by s-iiuatlon^ and context, l^n a - 

repetition taski the phonology * grammarp and vdcabulary of a child may vary 

from that In his everyday speech.^' Contrived,vTaboratory-type tasks also 

miss more subtle dialect di f ferences * both verbal and non-^verbal, whichfmay 

result in miscommunication. In order to capture such dtf f ergnces ^ ^the 

function and si gn I f i cance o,f language within cultures must be included In 

any study of dialect interference; k 

We have suggested several illustrative research quest i ons wh I ch might 

yield more adequate data In the area of dialect and reading. .These questions 

ha|isbeen divided into those concerned wjth (l) structure and content, and 

(2) patterns of language use and function. All of these questions have at 

least pne thing in common; they take Into consideration the Influence of 

situation and context. Questions on structure, for example, are not asked 
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in isolation, but in relation to the effects on teacher^stud^nt o^r text^ / 
student com^un Feat 1 on * Questions on language use center on actual language 
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experjencfs in the classroom and qhe home* In these ways, by making studies 
more in line with the ethnography of commuii-i dat Ion , .aspects of dialect 
interference overlooked by previous studies ban be examined* s ^ . 

The implications of this type of research for reading lie primarily In 
the area of reading instruction* if research&rs can specify for educators 
actual sources of mi scommun i cation in the educational experience of dialect 
speakerSi several benefits will be realized. Because* the differences specl^ 
;f5ed w[\l^=be ones which actually result in a lowering of school achievement% 
a clearer picture of dialect interference will emerge. Educators will thus 
*bs betfejsr equipped to handle problems of dialect /that emerge. As they become 
more sensitive to the cultural differences that I nf 1 uence . teach 1 ng and 
learning, teachers will be^able to modify the ways in which they Interact 
with dia^ct-speaking students to better accommodate themj not only in 
actual instructional methods , but in other ways ^s well. Changes might 
also be seen in the materials used for reading instruction. Unlike the 
suggestions of the siKties ie.g.\ dialect readers), however, they would be 
both theoretically motivated and based on empiricar evidence. 

Ultimately, we would hope that research from the perspective we have 
outlined would contribute to the felimi nation of inequities in- American 
education, ^ = , 
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